In common gull colonies on islands of the Vistula River, Poland, adoption of chicks is common. In 1997, we observed 81 chicks from 35 nests. Of these, 19 (23.4%) left their natal broods and were adopted by other pairs. Another 11 (31.4%) were driven from the foreign territory by the owners. Foreign chicks were adopted by 15 pairs (42.9%). Eleven pairs (31.4%) drove foreign chicks from the territory. To test if the frequent adoptions in these colonies could be explained by kin selection or the occurrence of kin groups, we calculated band-sharing coefficients and genetic relatedness (r) between interacting birds (neighbours and non-neighbours). Adults that adopted were most often neighbours of the biological parents of adopted chicks, whereas spatially segregated birds, nesting further away, usually drove off the chicks. Band-sharing coefficients between males, but not females, were higher with decreasing internest distances. The band-sharing coefficients for adopted chicks and foster parents were significantly higher than for adopted chicks and randomly selected, spatially segregated pairs from the same and another colony. Band-sharing coefficients of adopted chicks and adopting neighbours (males: r=0.20; females: r=0.16) also tended to be higher than those of rejected chicks and rejecting neighbours (both sexes: r=0.08). Our results suggest that kin groups of neighbours do occur in common gull colonies. Such social structure might lead to indirect inclusive fitness benefits of adopting pairs. Differences in genetic similarity between chicks and adopting or rejecting neighbours show that at least in common gulls we should consider kin altruism as a factor in adoptions.
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Adoption behaviour in birds (i.e. care of young, protecting, brooding and feeding by individuals other than their biological parents) has received much attention (Riedman 1982; Morris et al. 1991; Pierotti 1991; Brown et al. 1995; Brown 1998) . Since altruistic behaviour can reduce the fitness of individuals (Holley 1981; Riedman 1982; Carter & Spear 1986 ) one would expect it to occur only occasionally. Detailed studies of colonial and ground-nesting birds, however, have revealed that chick adoption by foster parents is not rare. It has been observed in a number of gull and tern species: herring gulls, Larus argentatus ( (Morris 1988; Morris et al. 1991; Saino et al. 1994) and little terns, S. albifrons (Saino et al. 1994) .
Generally up to 20% of pairs observed in a particular year fed foster chicks in colonies of these species (Hunt & Hunt 1975; Holley 1984; Pierotti & Murphy 1987; Roberts & Hatch 1994; Brown et al. 1995; Brown 1998) . In some years, however, in colonies of herring gulls, ring-billed gulls, common terns and little terns, foster pairs comprised as many as 25-40% of observed pairs (Graves & Whiten 1980; Morris et al. 1991; Saino et al. 1994; Brown et al. 1995) . High percentages of adopting pairs among colonial birds can be explained by the relatively small internest distances, which create favourable conditions for chicks to seek parental care from foster adults (Pierotti 1991) .
On the other hand, high mobility and running from natal territories may be dangerous for chicks, at least in some gull and tern species. Wandering chicks are often attacked and killed by other adults of the same and other species (infanticide, cannibalism) nesting in the neighbourhood (Hunt & Hunt 1975; Pierotti & Murphy 1987 
